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Continuing the Conversation on “The Opportunity of Adversity” :
a Neo-Aristotelian Rhetorical Analysis
Megan Ancheta
Abstract:
In 2009, Aimee Mullins delivered a speech at a TEDMED Conference, “The
Opportunity of Adversity.” Her speech speaks to the unlimited possibilities and
potential that a person has when boundaries of stigmas and preconceptions are
dismantled. Mullins’ personal and professional experiences, along with her charisma
and interrelatedness, has earned her a high regard in a diverse community. This article
is an analysis of her speech in accordance to the Neo-Aristotelian approach and the
five canons. This article supports the argument that, because of her genuine approach,
Mullins has made an influential contribution the conversation of equal rights and a
humble humankind that continues on today.
Introduction:
Words impress us, influence us. We make meaning from social cues, learned
experiences and observations. Standards of beauty, success and ability become
established by a dialogue that has been historically and socially accepted. In her
TEDMed Talk, “The Opportunity of Adversity,” Aimee Mullins addresses the effects that
rhetoric can have, how words can shape the way that we make meaning of the world,
view and recognize able-ness of others, and the ill-placed limitedness that we can place
upon ourselves. Aimee Mullins is an athlete, actress and advocate for equal rights and
opportunities. Through personal experience of adversity, Mullins challenges the
understanding of the word, and proposes an invaluable worth of adversity as a part of
being unique and being alive. Mullins was born with a genetic disorder that resulted in
double below-the-knee leg amputations as a child. Through her own experience, she
recognizes the social assumptions that can manifest from hearing the words “disabled”
and “adversity.”
Her speech in 2009 proposes that by changing our relationship with these words,
this can change the attitudes and capacities of self-worth and capability for everyone. In

her words, “what do we want to call into existence? A person who is limited or a person
who’s empowered?” (3:32 mins) Her speech as a call for action to influence the
audience is classically rhetoric (Sellnow, p. 6). It is an eloquent example that asks us to
see the unlimitedness of adversity and promote a shift in the understanding of all
measures of ability.
This paper will explore how her words impact the audience through the
perspective of the Neo-Aristotelian approach and the five canons of rhetoric. Through
the deconstruction of her speech, this paper will attempt to explain the influence her
speech has had on the evolution of social vernacular and equal opportunity. Through
this, I argue that her speech from 2009 has not lost its relevance and impact that
continues to inspire, challenge the definition of ability and promote universal capability.
The Rhetorical Situation:
This section will provide a thorough description of the speaker, the audience, the
setting, the purpose, and the constraints of the rhetorical situation. With this
understanding, we are better able to comprehend the message. This analysis of the
rhetoric develops a thoughtful depth of the message, which is very different from a first
impression.
Aimee Mullins is a U.S. Paralympic athlete, breaking records in track and field in
the 1996 competitions. Since then, Mullins has also worked as a model and actress,
most recently known for her role as Terry Ives in the Netflix series Stranger Things and
herself in the 2021 documentary On Thin Ice, a film that explores overcoming adversity
among athletes that have come up against social stigmas related and not limited to
race, gender, and, in Mullins’ case, physical abilities (Price, 2021). An important quality
that gives Mullins authority to speak and challenge the notion of “adversity” here is that
she has a congenital disorder that caused her to be born without fibulas and, as a
result, had two below the knee amputations before early childhood. This has presented
to her a lifetime of personal challenges, experiences of prejudice, and societal barriers.
These physical and emotional challenges have, clearly, not stopped her from following
her heart and passions, and she continues to be an advocate and public speaker for
equal rights and hope.

In this recording, Mullins is delivering her speech at A TEDMED Conference.
According to ted.com, TED stands for “Technology, Entertainment, Design,” and the
organization brings together speakers, thinkers, and many influential pioneers to share
ideas. The TEDMED Conferences are an offset of the TED organization, focusing on
health, science and medicine. Speakers of TED Talks are nominated and invited. Aimee
Mullins has been a TED speaker at several conferences, but speaking at a TEDMED
Conference is significant, as she does not have a professional scientific background.
Her personal experiences have helped to shape her arguments of the psychology of
adversity that she addresses in her speech.
Because this is a TEDMed Conference, it is fair to assume that the majority of the
live audience has a professional medical background. TED conferences are attended by
audiences of a similar esteem of the speakers themselves: prominent, influential, welleducated, and highly innovative individuals. To attend a conference, a request must be
sent via application and applicants wait for approval. Attending a live audience is
selective and exclusive. This live audience is not her only audience, however. This
speech was delivered in 2009, and has since reached over 2.5 millions views online
(Aimee Mullins: The Opportunity of Adversity | TED Talk, n.d.).
I argue that her audience could be considered a constraint in her rhetorical
delivery. Not only is she limited in her ability to communicate her ideas effectively to an
audience that may be critical of her authority, she has to be mindful to articulate her
arguments in a way that can effectively resonate with an audience across the world.
While live audiences at these conferences are exclusive, TED Talk recordings are a
common resource open to the virtual public, and there is no longer a distinct
demographic. It is hard to imagine (especially in the early 2000s) that a speech could be
viewed over two and a half million times, but I argue that this is a powerful constraint
that Aimee Mullins gracefully overcame.
The need for Mullins’ speech is important to recognize, and its relevance is
timeless. According to The Rhetorical Power of Popular Culture by Deanna Sellnow,
“exigency refers to an urgent need or problem that exists in the world.” Mullins’
argument that “adversity is not an obstacle” (07:18) is a powerful message to everyone,
and a message that should be delivered without delay. Through her speech, Mullins

provides us with insight for equal rights and equal opportunities that embrace diversity
and adversity. Life is full of difficulties and challenges, and any hand to help along the
way, such as the insight and inspiration that Mullins provides in her speech, is needed,
indeed.
Interpretation According to the 5 Canons:
With a fair examination of the rhetorical situation, we can further explore the
influence of Mullins’ delivery in accordance with the five canons.
Invention: Mullins begins her speech with examples from two separate thesaurus
publications that exemplify stigmas around the word “disability.” This inartistic proof is a
captivating beginning to her speech, and seamlessly evokes a reaction from the
audience. The pathos is a byproduct of the synonyms of “disabled” that she found in her
printed and online thesauruses: “crippled, helpless, wrecked, stalled, maimed…” and
the list continues (Mullins discloses nearly 15 minutes later in the speech that she is
disabled herself, having been born without fibula bones). This prepares us for her
argument that challenges the status-quo understanding of what it is to be disabled, that
adversity is not an impairment to life, and neither does having a disability disparage the
value of life because there is adversity.
At 13:45, Mullins brings our attention to the cultural findings that anthropologists
found in Neanderthal culture. Sharing the proposals from experts of the field offers
credibility to her argument that “disabled” is not “helpless” as the modern language in
her thesaurus suggests. She says, “they didn’t see these people as broken and useless;
they were seen as rare and valuable.” This is an important addition to her speech and
an important logical interpretation to support her own experiences.
To support her argument that language directly influences the meanings that we
make about ourselves, she presents a 1960s study from England that changed the
grading system of students. In the study, contrary to the standardized quality of work
that the students produced, D-level students received A-grades, and vice-versa. As a
result, the study showed that treatment of the students that received failing grades were
treated differently than those with higher scores. The students responded differently,
too. Students that were performing A-level work but were receiving low grades dropped

out and stopped trying. This supports her argument that “the only true disability is a
crushed spirit.”
Mullins has first-hand experience of living with and overcoming adversity. She
brings to light her experiences in childhood, not only overcoming pain, but overcoming
odds. Pathos is used throughout her speech, particularly at 14:59 mins, when she tells a
narrative of meeting the physician that delivered her in her hometown. Although he gave
a prognosis to her parents that was bleak, Mullins “made a liar of him” and her lifetime
of achievements was carefully saved through newspaper clippings and used in his
lectures at prestigious medical schools. Her life became an example of his theory,
informally called “the X Factor, the potential of human will.” The narrative is touching,
receiving laughs and chuckles, but is also a powerful example of her character, a
balance of pathos and ethos that impresses the audience.
Arrangement: Mullins’ speech built upon the theme of challenging the way that
we understand and approach adversity in life. The ethos of personal experiences of
overcoming physical challenges were presented in her success as a student, civilian,
and athlete (15:54) were carefully preceded and followed with anthropological research
(13:45) and studies (18:40) that are centric to the core of her narrative: “We are
effectively grading someone’s worth to our community. So we need to see through the
pathology and into the range of human capability. And, most importantly, there’s a
partnership between those perceived deficiencies and our greatest creative
ability” (10:16).
Style: The style of Mullins’ speech is fluid and natural. There was a unique sense
of warmth and casualty, even when inartistic proofs were presented. Her presentation is
honoring of human imperfection, as demonstrated by her sympathy and empathy in her
disclosure at 07:18: “And, certainly, I’m not trying to diminish the impact, the weight, of a
person’s struggle.” Her language throughout is not pretentious, and this allows her to
connect with a diverse audience. She is not forceful, and while she does express the
negative impacts that can occur with judgment, she does not preset this from a reactive
source of blame. Instead, there is a quality of honoring wisdom and support of unity,
exemplified by her use of the phrase “human spirit” throughout her speech. The
impression of unity cannot be dismissed, especially with the last few words excerpted

by the poem “God Only Knows Four Words” by Hafiz: “Come dance with me, come
dance with me.” (20:42)
Memory: Her speech briefly uses a visual aid, only at the beginning, but is so
memorable that she does not need to remind the audience of the devastating and
devaluing synonyms of the word “disabled.” Mullins also uses a fair degree of repetition
that allowed for her speech to be especially memorable. As mentioned when exploring
the style of her speech, Mullins impresses upon the audience the term “human spirit”
throughout, reminding us that it is not the physical embodiment of a person that
measures worth. She also reemphasizes throughout the power of embracing adversity:
at 08:45, “it isn’t whether or not you’re going to meet adversity, but how you’re going to
meet it”; at 11:42, “ Adversity is just change that we haven’t adapted ourselves to yet.”
Delivery: Based on this speech, Mullins appears to be a relatable, warm, and
charismatic speaker. She presents herself as well-informed and professional, balanced
with humility, kindness and humor. She is conversational, and engaging to her audience
through careful eye contact, calm movement across the stage and room for laughter
and applause. The delivery is organized, but organic, and these two qualities are
profoundly impactful for how she is affectionately regarded as an advocate for minorities
across the world.
Evaluation:
Mullins received a standing ovation at the conclusion of her speech. This is a
very positive response. Her speech was indeed impactful, opening my eyes to the
overwhelming stigmas that are connected to disabilities.
Her message of how words can shape a person’s conception of their abilities is
not new. However, her contribution is important and uniquely applied so that new
generations may relate and respond to it. Since her speech in 2009, awareness, cultural
sensitivity continues to become more apparent in society. Writer and advocate Talila
Lewis has a working definition of “ableism” that aims to challenge the prejudices of
disability, describing it as a “system that places value on people's bodies and minds
based on societally constructed ideas of normalcy, intelligence and excellence” (Lewis
2019). Inclusivity of disabled individuals continues to be a part of the conversation

today, as NPR published an article this year that includes interviews, resources, and
examples of demonstrations over the years (Rajkumar 2022).
Aimee Mullins is an influential popular figure and celebrity.. Her personal and
professional experiences along with her charisma and relatedness has earned her a
high regard in a diverse community, from medical professionals to young students and,
as we discovered, this is apparent in her speech. There is an opportunity in adversity to
bring individuals of many backgrounds together. Nearly 14 years later after her speech
at the TEDMED conference, Mullins’ speech continues to hold weight and relevance in
the rhetoric today, everywhere.
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